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Abstract

Based on the research conducted on “at-risk” youths, many high school students
struggle with transitioning into adulthood. This capstone project was implemented at
Learning for Life Charter School (LFLCS), an alternative charter school serving middle
and high school at-risk youths. The seniors at LFLCS lack preparedness for life after high
school. This capstone project, Adopt a Senior, was an intervention program to increase
preparedness and ease the transition to life among graduating seniors. Participating
seniors developed a post-graduation plan focusing on their future goals. Eight of the 31
LFLCS seniors participated in the program, and four students developed a
post-graduation plan. It is recommended that LFLCS continue implementing Adopt a
Senior as it can increase student participation and preparedness.

Keywords: school social work, at-risk youth, high school students,
post-graduation preparedness
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Agency & Communities Served

Learning for Life Charter School, located in Marina, California, was founded in
2001. LFLCS aims to “enable students in grades 7-12 who had dropped out or were at
risk of dropping out of traditional schools to become motivated again to learn, develop a
desire to complete their education, and earn a high school diploma”. Alongside its
mission, LFLCS envision their students to “become scholars, healthy human beings,
community members, citizens of the world, and participants in a technological society”
(Learning for Life Charter School, n.d.). The populations served are Monterey, San
Benito, and Santa Cruz school districts.
Based on enrollment, “the total minority enrollment is 76%, and 54% of students
are economically disadvantaged” (U.S. News & World Report, n.d.). Ethnically and
racially, 24% are white, 49.1% are Hispanic, 4.2% are Black, 0.6% are Asian, 1.2% are
American Indian/Alaska Native, 20.4% have two or more races, and 0.6% are Native
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (U.S. News & World Report, n.d.). Additionally, 51% of
students are female, and 49% are male (U.S. News & World Report, n.d.).
The students have front office support, tutors, teachers, a counselor, a
psychologist, a school-community liaison, which provides rides for the students, and the
school’s director and associate director. In addition, LFLCS works with interns and
volunteers from CSU Monterey Bay. The counselor and psychologist work together to
provide services for unhoused and foster youth. LFLCS is a trauma-informed school that
provides basic needs. All students typically receive individual attention from the trained
staff in expressing care, challenging growth, providing support, sharing power, and
expanding possibilities to build positive relationships.
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Because LFLCS serves at-risk youths, it is operated as an independent learning
approach. Learning for Life offers in-person and online services, such as tutoring,
counseling, mental health, and social work services. Some social work services are being
provided: food bags, housing, transportation, medical care, and employment. Learning
for Life is partnered with the Monterey County Foodbank, which provides food to
students' families.
Problem Model Background and Literature Review
Problem Statement
The University of British Columbia (n.d.) states that transitioning can be
frustrating and difficult for many students. Graduating seniors have to think about what is
next after leaving high school. Students must think about independent living, working,
attending school, etc. The transition into adulthood can be difficult for graduate students
due to their lack of unpreparedness. Students go through different emotions after
graduating high school. Graduating seniors need to be ready to enter adulthood and
succeed after graduation.
Schneider, B., Klager, C., Chen, I.-C., & Burns, J. (2016) reports that the
transition into adulthood is not easy. Many life events make adulthood difficult for
individuals, such as completing school, getting married, or having children. Depending
on the timing and economic pressure can make individuals uncertain about their future
(Schneider, B., Klager, C., Chen, I.-C., & Burns, J. 2016). Life events can make
transitions harder for students in not knowing what to do next. Graduating seniors might
face life challenges that may interfere with their career choices. Students need support
academically and emotionally to ease their transition into adulthood. Students will be
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successful by having a great support system. A great support system can come from
educators, counselors, families, and peers can ease the transition into adulthood.
Contributing Factors
Lack of student engagement/motivation
Ford ( n.d.) states that there is a large number of high school students that lack
academic motivation. Learning for Life Charter School is an alternative school that
allows independent-study modality for students. Students can complete their academic
work independently without meeting with the teacher daily. Because of this learning
modality, many students are not academically motivated or are completing their work.
Many students at LFLCS are not being academically challenged to their full potential.
LFLCS students' academic beliefs are not effort based. When students' academic beliefs
are negative, their motivation for school will not be successful. Unmotivated students can
disengage other students from their academics, potentially affecting their classroom
environment (Center on Education Policy, n.d.).
In addition, to a lack of academic motivation for students, it is difficult, if not
impossible, to improve their academic achievement, no matter how good the teacher,
curriculum, or school is (Center on Education Policy, n.d.). Learning for Life educators
struggle to motivate students to participate in school activities. The social work intern had
set up a field trip to Monterey Peninsula College, Monterrey, California, for the senior
class to attend. However, the field trip was canceled because a few students agreed to
attend. Because of the lack of motivation, only a few students are academically motivated
to pursue higher education. Encouraging students to participate in school activities can
lead to higher academic motivation.
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Low Graduation Rates
California Department of Education. (n.d.) in the year 2020-2021 reported that out
of the 58 students at LFLCS, only 43 students received their high school diploma. LFLCS
had a low graduation rate of 74.1%, whereas Monterey Peninsula Unified School's
graduation rate was 92.2%. None of those 43 graduating students met the CSU or UC
requirement California Department of Education. (n.d.).
Various reasons contribute to low graduation rates. Because Learning for Life
serves at-risk youths, most students face educational disparities. Socioeconomic status,
poverty, family stress, and family structure influence student to most likely drop out
(Ritter & Hopkins, 2015). Most students who attend Learning for Life come from
juvenile detention centers, foster care systems, low-income communities, and so forth.
Because of these factors can affect continuing or furthering their education.
Limited Support
Learning for Life Charter School has no service for high school senior students
that assist in post-graduation readiness (Learning for Life Charter School, n.d.). Since
LFLCS is a trauma-informed school, its approach on an academic level is to lead students
to graduate successfully. Engaging students in career preparation and college readiness
increases readiness and success in college and their career (Wyatt et al., n.d.). With no
post-graduation readiness support, LFLCS senior students cannot find support for life
after graduation. Applying for college, trade school, or entering the workforce will take
more work for graduating seniors.
Consequences
Unemployment
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Bureau of Labor Statistics Department of Labor, The Economics Daily (2022)
states that 4.5% of unemployed were only high school graduates with no college.
Moreover, for those with no high school diploma, the unemployment rate is 4.3%. The
unemployment rate for people with some college or associate degree was 3.8%.
Furthermore, the unemployment rate for those with a bachelor's degree or higher was
2.2%. In addition, among 16-24-year-olds, 39.1% of high school dropouts were looking
for work (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2022).
Limited career/advancement
Gabe, T., Abel, J. R., & Florida, R. (2019) states that 5% of low-wage workers
could move to a higher-quality job. With such limited resources for low-wage workers,
only some can transition into steady high-quality jobs. The lack of post-graduation
readiness has an impact on career readiness and advancement. In addition, 61% of
low-income families had at least one worker (Blank et al.,n.d.).
Lower Earnings
Torpey, ( 2021) states that those with higher levels of education earned more
compared to those with less education. In 2020, data showed that those with a bachelor's
degree had median weekly earnings of $1,305 while those with a high school diploma
earnings of $781. Those with a high school diploma have lower wage earnings.
Compared to high school graduates, they are less likely to find a job, earn minimum
wage, and more likely to live in poverty (Ritter & Hopkins, 2015).
Capstone Project Proposal and Justification
The lack of student engagement is one of the reasons why students have difficulty
transitioning into adulthood after high school. With little to no student engagement,
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students are not participating in the learning process. If students continue to not
participate or engage in school, students will not be prepared for life after high school. By
having a post-graduation plan readiness, students will be more confident about what they
want to do after high school. Students will be able to learn and become more successful
in their transition into adulthood.
This project was implemented at Learning for Life Charter School (LFLCS), an
alternative middle and high school for at-risk students. There needs to be more
preparedness among LFLCS seniors for life after high school. This is an intervention
program that aims to increase preparedness among graduating seniors. Participants are
expected to identify a post-graduation plan. The intermediate and long-term expectations
are that more LFLCS graduates will pursue their plan, increasing individual and
community stability, success, and well-being. Through this program, seniors were
assigned to be (“adopted”) by an LFLCS intern who will provide individualized support,
guidance, and assistance.

Contributing Factors

Problem

Consequences

Lack of student

Too many high school

Unemployment

engagement/motivation

students are struggling with

Low graduation rates

the transition into
adulthood after graduating

Limited
career/advancement

high school.
Limited support for
post-graduation

Lower earnings/pay
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preparedness

Project Description and Implementation Process
For this capstone project, an intervention program, “Adopt a Senior,” was
implemented and developed for graduating seniors at Learning for Life Charter School.
Adopt senior aims to support, guide, and increase preparedness among graduating
seniors. Participating LFLCS seniors received one-on-one guidance from a
university-level social work intern. The intervention program included assistance with
applications, scholarships, job searching, general check-ins, and resume development.
While implementing the program, the intern received little to no responses.
Student engagement was low, and the intern struggled to work with the seniors. For the
program to function appropriately, students had to participate actively in the surveys. The
mentor and intern discussed alternatives to increase student engagement. The mentor was
able to provide the intern with gift cards. The intern updated the weekly check-ins and
added gift cards that will be rewarded to students. Students only qualified for the gift
cards if they completed a survey, FAFSA application, CSU application, or scholarships.
Student engagement began to increase when gift cards were implemented in the program.
For this intervention program to function, student engagement was vital. With student
engagement, the program would function.
Participants of Adopt a Senior were LFLCS staff. The academic counselor, Dr.
Sarah Pennington, and the associate director Ms. Barbara Lawerence-Emmanuel acted as
supporting staff. They will provide support and resources to the social work intern when
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needed. In addition, LFLCS teachers and tutors supported staff in contacting students,
sending reminders, and relaying information.
Project Results
The expected outcome was to increase preparedness among graduating seniors.
The purpose of this program was for LFLCS seniors to help navigate and ease their
transition after graduation. As the intervention program Adopt a Senior ended, there were
31 senior students. Out of those 31(100%) students, only 8 (25.08%) students participated
in the program, and 4 (12.90%) students developed a post-graduation plan, see Table 1.
Surveys were developed to showcase evidence of the objectives of the project. These
surveys were distributed to LFLCS seniors. As previously stated, a Post-graduation Plan
Survey (see Appendix B), Weekly Check-in Survey (see Appendix C), and
Post-graduation Preparedness Plan Survey (see Appendix D) were administered to
LFLCS seniors.
Table 1
Overall Program Caseload Data
Program Data
Enrolled Seniors

31
100%

Total Participants

8
25.80%

Identified Post-Grad Plan

4
12.90%

As a result, 54.5% plan on attending a 4-year University or community college,
27.3% intend to take a gap year, 9.1% intend to join the military, and 9.1% intend to look
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for a job. 36.4% were interested in applying for Free Application for Federal Student Aid
(FAFSA) and how to create a resume, see Table 2.
Furthermore, 50% of seniors completed FAFSA, 25% of seniors completed the
CSU application, and 75% of seniors did not complete the CSU application. 75% of
seniors were interested in applying for a scholarship, and 25% of seniors responded
maybe in applying for a scholarship. 100% of seniors did not apply for a scholarship, see
Table 3.
Moreover, 83.3% of seniors feel prepared for graduation. 83.3% of seniors
reported that their family had prepared them for graduation, and 16.7% of seniors
reported that their family had not prepared them. 100% of seniors responded that LFLCS
had prepared them for graduation. 83.3% of seniors reported that the social work intern
helped prepare them for graduation and life after high school. 66.7% of seniors reported
that the program increased preparedness for life after high school. Furthermore, 33.3% of
seniors did not participate in the program, see Table 4.
Table 2
Post-graduation plan
Program Data
Attend a 4-year University

54.5%

or Community College
Intend to take a Gap year

27.3%

Intend to join the Military

9.1%

Intend to look for a job

9.1%

ADOPT A SENIOR

Interested in applying for

12

36.4%

FAFSA
Interested in creating a

36.4%

resume

Table 3
Weekly Check-in Survey
Program Data
Completed FAFSA

50%

Completed a CSU

25%

application
Did not complete a

75%

CSU application
Interested in applying for

75%

a scholarship
Maybe interested

25%

Did not apply for a

100%

scholarship

Table 4.
Post-graduation Preparedness Plan Survey

ADOPT A SENIOR

13
Program Data

Feel prepared for

83.3%

graduation
Family has prepared

83.3%

them for graduation
Family has not prepared

16.7%

them for graduation
LFLCS has prepared

100%

them for graduation
Social Work Intern prepared

83.3%

them for graduation/life after
high school
Adopt a Senior increased

66.7%

preparedness
Did not participate in

33.3%

Adopt a Senior

Conclusion & Recommendations
Although student engagement was lower than expected, it does not determine
whether Adopt a Senior was unsuccessful or successful. As previously stated, there was a
total of 31 seniors at LFLCS. Only eight students participated in the program, and four
created a post-graduation preparedness plan. Since LFLCS uses an independent learning
approach, students are not obligated to come to campus, which affects their academic
ability. As a result, students are not academically motivated, which causes low student
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engagement and graduation rates. LFLCS does not have any program involving
postsecondary success; students are limited to support. Adopt a senior was able to
provide support, guidance, and assist students for postsecondary success. LFLCS seniors
received individualized support to work on the student's needs. Services included resume
building, FAFSA applications, CSU applications, career searching, and scholarships. In
addition, the program aimed to ease the transition after high school into the “real world.”
It is recommended that LFLCS finds additional ways to increase student
engagement. At the beginning of the program, the intern had low student engagement, but
student engagement increased when the gift cards were inputted into the program. It also
recommended that the mobility of the school should be strict. There needs to be more
student discipline at LFLCS. What could have been done differently is having the
teachers and tutors work together with the intern. Teachers and tutors would
communicate with students by sending reminders or including extra credit for
participating. The program Adopt a Senior would have significantly increased student
participation in the program.
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Appendix A

Project Implementation Plan
Activities
Select Capstone Project
Brainstorm ideas/plan for
capstone project
Plan and develop capstone
project
Introduction emails to
students
Made a list of senior
students and identified
which students are in IEP
Planning MPC campus
tour field trip
Develop Post-Graduation
Plan

Developing excel sheet for
weekly check-in meetings

Develop Post-Graduation
Preparedness Plan

Develop Weekly Check-in
Attend FAFSA for Foster
Youth

Deliverables
The intern spoke with
the mentor and
associate director about
capstone ideas.
The intern
brainstormed ideas for
the capstone.
The intern was able to
choose a capstone.
The intern sent an
introduction email to
the seniors.
The mentor was able to
provide a list of
students.
Intern planned a
college campus field
trip for the seniors to
visit.
Intern began to create
the first survey for the
seniors.
Intern created a
meeting sign-up sheet
that had her
availability. It was
made for student
access when to contact
the intern best.
Intern created the
post-graduation
preparedess plan
survey to send near the
end of the capstone.
The intern created a
weekly check-in for the
seniors.
The intern will attend a
FAFSA workshop to

Timeline/Deadlines

Supporting Staff

February 2022

Mentor and
Associate
Director

April 2022

Mentor and
Associate
Director

August 2022

Mentor

August 2022

Mentor

August 2022

Mentor and
Associate
Director

August 2022

Mentor and
Associate
Director

August 2022

Mentor

August 2022

Mentor

September 2022

Mentor

Weekly (On going)

Mentor

October 2022

Mentor

ADOPT A SENIOR

MPC Campus Tour Field
Trip

Conduct Research and
Deliver Resource to each
caseload of student
Assist with Job Search,
College Applications,
Resume Building, FAFSA
Applications, Scholarships
MPC Campus Tour Field
Trip canceled
Attend meetings with
students
Create Google
Presentation

Present Google
Presentation to seniors

Analyze Post-Graduation
Plan
Analyze Weekly Check-in
Analyze Post-Graduation
Preparedness Plan
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help better students in
the foster youth.
The field trip was
scheduled for
November. Senior
students were asked to
confirm if they will be
going.
The intern conducted
research and delivered
the resources to the
students throught the
semester.
The intern delivered
research to seniors on
scholarships, resume
building, college
applications.
The intern was
informed by a staff
member that the MPC
campus tour field trip
was canceled.
Intern will meet with
students when needed.
Intern created a short
presentation about the
program to the seniors.
The intern presented
the program Adopt a
Senior to a senior class.
The presentation
consisted information,
tools, and steps to help
navigate seniors.
Intern will collect final
data on post-graduation
plan survey.
Intern will collect final
data on a weekly
check-in survey.
Intern collected final
data on post-graduation
preparedness plan.

November 2022

Mentor and
Associate
Director

On going

Mentor

On going

Mentor

November 2022

Associate
Director and
Mentor

On going

Mentor

November 2022

Mentor

December 2022

Mentor

December 2022

Mentor

December 2022

Mentor

December 2022

Mentor
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Appendix B

Post-Graduation Plan
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Appendix C

Weekly Check-in
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Appendix D

Post-Graduation Preparedness Plan
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